Over recent years a number of important issues have arisen for the first time in British universities. The question of staff assessment is one such. While the content of this Editorial relates to the issue in UK terms there is little doubt that developments in this area will not be restricted to Britain over the coming years. Indeed, it may well be that readers of the Journal will be able to comment on the content of the Editorial in respect of current developments in their own countries. Such comment would be welcomed.
The present administration in Britain is keenly interested in efficiency and cost-effectiveness throughout the nation. The Civil Service, the National Health Service, including the Hospital Service, together with schools, polytechnics and universities are under scrutiny as to their current effectiveness, and ways and means are currently sought to improve efficiency. The large industrial organisations such as I.c.I. and Shell, together with public corporations like the B.B.C. have had yearly staff assessments for a considerable number of years. The feeling in Government is that these assessment techniques should be effective in the public sector more generally. As a result university vice-chancellors, registrar's departments and increasingly staff from academic departments are preoccupied with how best to set-up effectiveassessment schemes.
Working parties and seminars are proliferating and discussion continues apace. Current feeling is that assessment of individual staff members should take place on a yearly basis with the assessment relating to an in-depth interview conducted by a senior colleague. A hierarchical approach is envisaged. The whole subject area is fraught with difficulty. Thus, for example, the question arises as to what might be the criteria relating to the assessment. Staff members are appointed with a triple mandate; to conduct research, to carry out teaching and to perform such administrative duties as the head of department requires. Clearly, therefore, performance under these three heads should be assessed.
How might one assess research? Obviously, published papers are important and so might be the authorship of textbooks and scholarly monographs. In the case of book publication, lead times are very lengthy both as to the writing phase and as to publication. The same is true to a considerable extent of papers published in the technical literature. As a result assessment in a current year might not reflect accurately research activity carried out during the year itself. Some years would be 'thin'; others would appear to be prolific.
Assessment of teaching performance is equally difficult. Many heads of department will have an intuitive view as to the performance of their colleagues in the lecture theatre, though the judgment may be inaccurate or out-of-date. Assessment via student questionnaires has some merit though student audiences may be fickle. Some topics are particularly glamorous and attract the enthusiasm of students whereas other subjects, though essential, are less attractive. Those teaching subjects in the latter category might well be judged more harshly by any student questionnaire. A further possible technique is direct observation by a senior colleague through attendance at specific lectures. While this technique has merit, a sensitive approach on the part of the senior colleague is vital if the lecturer under assessment is not to suffer a loss of confidence.
The case of judging the quality of administrative activity is rather different. The more obvious roles as examinations officer, admissions tutor, and the like may be assessed reasonably easily, but the way in which other administrative duties are carried out is much more difficult to measure. For example, many universities today appoint long-established but non-professional staff to act as mentors to newly-appointed colleagues. Time spent on this important activity is most valuable. The effects of prudent counselling, however, may not be spotted until the newlyappointed staff member has been in post some considerable time. The role of a faculty tutor, other than at the most superficial level, would be impossible to measure.
Many practical problems arise as to staff assessment. The first concerns resource allocated to this important subject. Those carrying out assessment must have some basic training, and time must be set aside both for training and for the assessments themselves. It is unlikely that any individual would be in a position to assess more than six or eight colleagues in any given year.
As a result, the assessors would be spread widely throughout the university system and there would be a substantial demand for training across a very broad front.
Further problems arise as to the use of assessments. Many assessments may recommend that the person assessed should have the benefit of some specific training to overcome a perceived limitation. A staff member might be recommended for a short-term industrial placing or be encouraged to take up further training as to the use of audio-visual aids. Such recommendations have resource implications both as to the time-consuming nature of the remedial activity and as to the material resources to run such activities as audio-visual centres.
Perhaps the most difficult aspect of assessment relates to situations where staff members, informed of deficiencies in performance, make no attempt over a substantial numbers of years to remedy the situation. What sanctions may be imposed for those in this situation? The persons concerned may well be beyond the probation stage and may not aspire to promotion. Nevertheless they should still be expected to carry out their duties in a competent fashion. Dismissal for other than the most outrageous behaviour would seem to be inappropriate for such persons. Lesser penalties are hard to envisage in an academic situation which has always included the notion of academic freedom and flexibility as to the style in which duties are carried out. One thing seems certain, however. Unless individual universities set up their own systems in the near future, then the UK government will impose systems of its own devising. Currently, the accepted wisdom seems to be that it is better to attempt the difficult task of setting up self-imposed systems than to rely upon governmental intervention.
Space considerations are such that this Editorial must be reasonably brief. This is unfortunate in that it prevents detailed consideration of further and most intriguing questions. Thus, for example, who assesses members of the professoriate and heads of department? There are insufficient hours in the day for a vice-chancellor to tackle this task single-handed. Who assesses deans? Possibly the vice-chancellor tackles this role personally. Finally, who assesses the vicechancellor and the governing body? These questions remain unanswered.
Readers of the Journal who have experience of assessment schemes either in industry or in universities and colleges are invited to contribute their views either through Letters to the Editor or via submission of a specific article. Such views would be much appreciated. 
M.G. HARTLEY
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